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Background 

Information on distribution, status and habitat use is needed for the Idaho pocket gopher 

(Thomomys idahoensis) and the Wyoming pocket gopher (Thomomys clusius) (e.g., Keinath and 

Beauvais 2006, WGFD 2005).  Both species occur in southwest Wyoming and are listed as Species 

of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) in Wyoming’s Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation 

Strategy (CWCS). Wyoming comprises a substantial portion T. idahoensis range and the whole of 

T. clusius range. They are both considered SGCN in part due to lack of information regarding 

population status, trends, and distribution as well as unknown habitat needs. Since the CWCS was 

drafted, T. clusius has been petitioned for listing under the federal Endangered Species Act, 

primarily due to the extensive oil and gas development occurring in southern Wyoming. 

This project seeks to expand distribution and habitat-use information by extending pocket 

gopher surveys east into Carbon County and west into Lincoln and Uinta Counties. This will 

encompass the majority both species’ ranges, resulting in a clearer picture of pocket gopher 

distributions. The following are major objectives of this two-year project: 

1. Survey approximately 50 sample sites for the presence of pocket gophers, where sites are 

dispersed throughout southwest Wyoming. 

2. Collect habitat data at sites used by pocket gophers and a comparable, random set of sites to 

estimate habitat affinities. 

3. Collect at voucher specimens from sites where pocket gophers occur, which will be used to 

conduct morphometric analyses and inform ongoing genetic and chromosomal analyses 

being conducted by the University of Wyoming to clarify the inter-species relationships of 

pocket gophers in Wyoming’s basins. 

4. Use survey results to update estimates of distribution and update existing species databases 

(e.g., WYNDD and WOS). 
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Progress and Findings 

This project was established in July of 2008, although the bulk of field efforts are expected 

from May 2009 – June 2010.  Efforts in 2008 focused on objectives 1 and 3 (i.e., survey at least 50 

sites and collect voucher specimens), but we also compiled a preliminary habitat description.   

We developed an updated distribution model for Wyoming pocket gopher (Figure 1).  This 

model was used in combination with expert opinion on information gaps to identify priority areas 

for Wyoming Pocket Gopher surveys (Figure 2). We hired and directed one field crew which 

surveyed 70+ sites between 1 July 2008 and 30 August 2008, focusing on priority areas on the 

western edge of suspected T. clusius range (Figure 3).  We also developed recommendations for 

Wyoming Pocket Gopher surveys for use by consultants and resource managers (Appendix).  

Although the WYNDD field season ended in August, in September we trained and guided 

additional crews provided by private consultants, notably Hayden-Wing Associates, LLC (Laramie, 

Wyoming). These crews collectively surveyed more than 100 sites from 5 September 2008 to 10 

October 2008 (Figure 3; Hayden-Wing Associated 2008).   

Roughly 35 specimens were collected, of which about 10 were likely T. clusius, with the 

remainder likely being Northern Pocket Gopher (T. talpoides).  Most of these specimens were 

collected by Hayden-Wing Associates, who had greater success trapping gophers in the eastern 

portion of suspected T. clusius range, particularly in late-season efforts (i.e., late September and 

October).  T. clusius specimens were tentatively identifiable in the field based on pelage around the 

ears (e.g., Figure 4), which seems to be a valid field criteria for future efforts.  Preliminary genetic 

analysis suggests that T. clusius is a distinct taxon that is clearly differentiated from sympatric T. 

talpoides at the species level.  According to Dr. Dave McDonald (personal communication), 

specimens identified as T. clusius had distinctive chromosome counts (2N = 46) and represented a 

monophyletic clade based on genetic analysis (i.e., Amplified Fragment Polymorphism, or AFLP 

analysis).  

Based on a small sample size (<10 distinct capture sites), we have compiled a tentative 

habitat description from field observations made by WYNDD and Hayden-Wing employees. 

Although the recent specimens on the western edge of the suspected range (near Rock Springs), 

tended to be on ridge-tops and/or swales, which matches historic habitat descriptions (e.g., Clark 

and Stromberg 1987, Thaeler and Hinesley 1979), recent sites on the eastern edge of the range (near 

Rawlins) had more varied topography.  Thus, ridge-top topography does not seem to uniquely 

characterize suitable habitat for Wyoming pocket gophers.  It seems that T. clusius can be found in a 

variety of soil types, often (but not exclusively) with a substantial rock component, and rarely with 

a high proportion of clay.  It appears that vegetation composition and/or structure may be more 

important in distinguishing T. clusius habitat, as it seems to occur primarily in small ‘islands’ of 

sparsely vegetated, low-stature vegetation within a big sagebrush and/or silver sage matrix (e.g., 

Figures 5 and 6).  Big sagebrush is often only a minor component of the vegetation where T. clusius 

was found, with cushion plants, grass, rabbitbrush, and other low shrubs and forbs dominating the 

immediate vicinity.  Wyoming pocket gophers have NOT been found in flats dominated by 

greasewood, dense stands of sagebrush, valley bottoms, sand dunes or areas where medium to high 

big sagebrush dominates the vegetation community.   

It seems habitats that do not approximate the above description are unlikely to contain T. 

clusius.  However, because T. talpoides distribution overlaps with that of T. clusius, and it has been 



 

Pocket Gopher Surveys in Southwest Wyoming: 2008 Progress Report Page 3 of 20 
 

trapped within 200 meters of T. clusius, this habitat description will undoubtedly encompass sites 

where both or either species could occur.  Thus, once a pocket gopher site has been found that fits 

the above description, it is necessary to confirm the presence of T. clusius by capturing animals.  

Field efforts in 2009 will focus on refining and quantifying these habitat notes. 

 

Statement of Work for 2009 

Field effort will be increased in 2009 and will encompass all stated objectives of this project. 

This winter we will create an updated potential distribution model for Wyoming Pocket Gopher that 

incorporates the new observations from 2008.  This model will be used in combination with a 

similar model for Idaho Pocket Gopher to select semi-random survey locations throughout the 

Wyoming range of both species.   

Technicians will search designated sample sites for fresh pocket gopher mounds. Where 

mounds are found, the extent, density and activity status of the gopher colony will be estimated.  

Traps will be placed at a representative subset of gopher colonies to capture voucher specimens that 

will be used to identify the species present.  Additionally, we will collect data on habitat (e.g., 

ground cover, over-story cover, topography, and soil characteristics) and use this data to help clarify 

the habitat selection of Wyoming and Idaho Pocket Gophers. Morphometric measurements and 

digital photographs will be taken of all captured gophers, and DNA samples (e.g., tail clippings 

and/or pelage samples) will be collected and provided to the University of Wyoming genetics lab 

for subsequent analysis.  New occurrences will be used to update potential distribution models for 

both species.  

We will provide a final project report by June of 2010. Data will be provided to WGFD for 

revision of their wildlife atlas, CWCS assessments, and Wildlife Observation System. 
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Tables and Figures 

Figure 1: Predictive distribution model for Wyoming Pocket Gopher based on 15 known 
points of occurrence from the Wyoming Natural Diversity Database. 
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Figure 2: Priority survey areas to refine the distribution of Wyoming Pocket Gopher (see 
Appendix for details). 

 

 

A. TOP PRIORITY TRAPPING REGION:  Surveys in likely habitat on private land or isolated public land in the 

Bridger Pass region will contribute the most to our understanding of current T. clusius distribution in the state.   

B. SECOND PRIORITY TRAPPING REGION:  Surveys in suitable habitat between Bridger Pass and Bitter 

Creek - essentially the region south of Wamsutter - intended to address the question of continuous occupation 

(at a coarse scale, at least) between the 2 aforementioned sites.   

C. THIRD PRIORITY TRAPPING REGION:  Surveys on the likely northern and southern bounds of predicted T. 

clusius distribution, with the intent of better identifying extremes of occupation.   

D. FOURTH PRIORITY TRAPPING REGION:  If current efforts fail to document any additional specimens 

from Bitter Creek, it might be wise to place some priority on increased trapping in that area. 
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Figure 3: Pocket gopher survey sites visited in 2008.  Sites on the western edge of the range 
(points near priority areas C2 and D) were surveyed by WYNDD, while those on the eastern 
edge of the range (points near priority areas A and B) were surveyed by Hayden-Wing 
Associates.  All gophers captured (red dots on map) were provided to the University of 
Wyoming’s Zoology Department for genetic analysis. 
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Figure 4: Photographs of the oricular area of confirmed specimens of a) Thomomys clusius 
and b) T. talpoides.  Note how T. clusius has a light-colored fringe of hair on the outer edge of 
the pinnae and no contrasting pelage around the ear.  In contrast, T. talpoides has darker hair 
on the pinnae and darker pelage around the ear. 

 

 

 

  

A: T. clusius 

B: T. talpoides 
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Figure 5: Photographs of T. clusius habitat from the western edge of its suspected range, near 
Bitter Creek, Wyoming.  The area circled in red on the first photograph contains a small 
aggregation of T. clusius mounds, a close-up of which is shown in the second photograph. 
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Figure 6: A photograph of T. clusius habitat from the eastern edge of its suspected range, near 
Rawlins, Wyoming.  Photograph provided by Craig Okraska of Hayden-Wing Associates and 
used here with permission. 
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APPENDIX 

THOMOMYS TRAPPING IN WYOMING: August 2008 recommendations 
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